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AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE OF THE 
JANAM-SAKHIS 


Kirpal Singh 


The Janam Sakhis are the traditional biographies of Guru Nanak 
(1469-1539) founder of Sikhism, written during the 17th, 18th and 
19th centuries in the Punjabi-Gurmukhi script. Biography in its 
modern form wherein it portrays the important events and influences 
that shaped the life of an individual from his birth to the fast day of 
his life and endeavours to assess the works or deeds isa literary 
genre of recent origin. The Janam-Szkhis are different both in form 
and content. They presented the life of Guru Nanak either in the 
form of Plantonium dialogues wherein his teachings were highlighted 
or in the form of anecdotes or stories delineating his greatness. 


According to Alfred Lyall the first impulse which brought about 
the stories of great m2n was based on the elements of wonder and 
amazement at the marvellous deeds of the heroes. At this time man- 
kind had not developed the critical faculty of discriminating right from 
wrong. Men accepted as true and authentic whatever was repeated to 

them of the deeds of gods or heroes. It is for this reason that Alfred 
Lyall states that “‘the hazy atmosohere, marvellous and miraculous 
obscures all early origin of race and religion and clouds the beginn- 
ing of history.”2 But this state of affairs did not last long, “‘soon 
the splendid visions which surround the youth of man begin to fade 
into common daylight of growing civilization. Thus the dry land of 
authentic History emerges slowly out of the sea of fable until gradually 
things which appeared natural and acceptable to elder generation become 
incredible or suspiciously improbable. ‘‘The delight in awe and 
astonishment is superseded by a taste for accurate thought and 
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rigorous evidence.’’ Toynbee has rightly stated that the Historians 
point of view is one of the mankind’s more recent acquisitions.” 


The legends about the great heroes in the past form the earliest 
source of information. A man who has made his mark upon genera- 
tion who overtops the rest by bravery, piety or some peculiar 
powers of mind or body becomes among the unlettered folk the source 
and subject of legend. These legends rescued and transmitted to 
posterity are what could be saved out of flood of deep oblivion. 
Thus however, exaggerated or complicated a legend might be, is based 
on a_ kernal of truth. At times that kernal may be very small. ' 
Sometimes the attending circumstances make the situation complicated. 
This can be explained by an example from Indian history. In one 
part of Rajputana the Minas (an aboriginal tribe) used to worship the 
pig. When they took a turn towards Islam they changed their pig 
into a saint called Father Adam and worshipped him as such; when 
Brahmans got influence over them the pig became identified as the 
famous Boar Avtar of Vishnu whose name is Varha.3 This led to 
the development of symbolism. The animal fables of Aesop(d-56!) 
and Panjtantar stories are land marks in the symbolic literature. Since 
during the medieval period religion was the dominant force, a new 
type of symbols developed to indicate the spiritual progress of an 
individual. Muntkul Tahir and Gita Govinda can be quoted as fine 
specimens of this type of literature during 12th and 13th centuries. 
Thus while studying any piece of religious literature like that of 
Janam Sakhis—one has to keep in mind the contemporary religious 
literature and its stage of development. 


The traditions about Guru Nanak’s achievements got current 
when he was still alive. The contemporaries began to talk about his { 
great itineraries, his visit to Mecca, Madina and Baghdad, his discourses 
with Pirs of Uch and Multan, his religious debates with Gorakhpanthis, 
Qazis and Pandits. This was the starting point of legend formation. 


Most of the Janam-Sakhis have been written in the land of five 
rivers which have been a meeting ground for different cultures and 
civilizations, One of the dominant influence was that of Islam. The 
Janam-Sakhis have mentioned various Sufi/Saints/Yogis, Vaishnavas 
and persons belonging to ,different denominations with whom Guru 
Nanak had lengthy discourses, It indicates that these Sakhts might 


2. Arnold J: Toynbee, An Historians Approach to Religion, page 3.. 
3. Alfred Lyall, Asiatic Studies, Vol. VI, p. 50-51. ar eS 
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have accepted some of their influences and the symbols. The biograp- 
hical works of the Muslim saints viz., Kashaful Majub by Data Ganj 
Baksh (Hassan Ali Hajviri 1009-1072) A.D., Tazukra-i-Aulya by 
Sheikh Friduddin Attar (1119-1230 A.D.) had been very popular in the 
Punjab. These were widely circulated at the time of Guru Nanak and 
even afterwards. These two works abound with miracles which have 
been described with the lives of Muslim Saints. [t has been stated that 
a saint named Abdullah was sleeping in a garden and a snake was 
fanning his face with ashrub.4 In Tazukra-i-Aulya it has been stated 
that Ka’ba had moved towards Rabia ina far off forest and when 
prophet Ibrahim went to Ka’ba he found that it was not there.6 The 
miracles were believed to be the outward symbols, of prophethood or 
sainthood. In the Qurdnthe miracles of Moses have been described 
which led the Muslims to believe that a miracle on physical plane was 
an essential part of an elevated soul. Thus we find that the intro- 
duction of the supernatural element in the Janam Sakhis was due to 
some extent influence of Muslim biographical religious literature. May 
be the miracles or the supernatural element was the main features of 
the medieval religious literature especially relating to the lives of the 
holy men as we find the miracles in the Vaishnava literature too. 
(How Prahlad was saved in fire and other various ordeals). Bhai 
Gurdas Bhalla (d-1637) has significantly described the miracles of 
Yogis and Sidhas in his first Var (vide paurhi 41)®. 


How significantly snake has been described in ‘Introduction to 
Hindu Symbolism”. Inthe Divine consciousness evil is harmless and 
is merely a force which balances the good and thus maintains the 
harmony of the whole. A snake which is deadly for ordinary people 
plays harmless by round the neck of Mahesha. Like all literature on 


4. Muftah ul Hikikat, Urdu translation of Kashaful Majub, Lahore, 1945, p. 43. 
5. Tazukra-i-Aulya, Urdu translation by Hakim Mohammad and Abdul Rashid, 
Kashmiri Bazar Lahore, p. 63. 
6. hai Gurdas writes : 
gu eae Aas fru af sa vfefs fewet | 
fefa ufa afaa Qsafs vet fae ad steels 
feaa' sadfe uGe sfan feast eau mats evel | 
Bg33 gafesta, fea vfs fusaral as 3fo wel! 
fhor wafs a as ysrel 
Var, Pauri 41, Varan Bhai Gurdas, Ed. Bhai Veer Singh, Khalsa Samachar, 
Anritsar, 1962. 
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mysticism allegory plays a significant role in the Janam Sakhis. The 
Purdénas are full of allegories which Sometimes sound quite absurd 
when read superficially but fascinate the mind by their aptness when 
we geta glimpse into their inner and true meaning. There is one 
Sakhiin the Purdtan Janam Séakhi entitled Gurmukhan Wali Sakhi? in 
which it has been stated that Guru Nanak was wandering on the sea 
Shore and he saw one Muslim saint playing with his prayer mat on the 
surface of the water. The Muslim saint invited Guru Nanak to 
accompany him. But this Guru asked him if he had seen a pillar in 
ocean. The Guru said that he should visit that. The Muslim saint 
went there and saw there about twenty holy men for whom the God 
sent food to eat. The Muslim saint remained there for three days. 
These holy men are believed to be the Sikhs of Guru Nanak. 


Now this is an allegory where in ocean means ocean of sins or 
evil where the holy men can remain aloof. Goodness is a smal] speck in 
the ocean of evil. Whosoever reaches that level is provided by God. But 
if we take this story in the literary sense it would look absurd as 
nobody can play on the surface of the ocean. Such type of mystic 
symbols had developed in the 17th century and the Janam Sakhi 
writers had made free use of them. 


All the Janam Sakhis—Baba Meharban Janam Sakhi, Puratan Janam 
Sakhi, and Bhat Bala Janam Sakhi and even Bhai Mani Singh’s Janam 
Sakhi contain an account of Guru Nanak’s disappearance from a riverlet 
near Sultanpur named Baen Nadi. The details of the incident which 
are common in all the Janam Sakhis are like this: At Sultanpur one 
morning Guru Nanak went to have bath at the stream where he used to 
bathe daily. He went in the stream and remained there for three 
days. During this period he was taken to the God’s presence by godly 
messengers. God blessed his mission. Immediately after this incident 

_ Guru Nanak left his hearth and home and set out to preach his 
mission. Historically speaking an identical incident is narrated about 
Mohammad whom angels are said to have taken to God before he 
declared himself prophet. 

It is very important to understand what “meeting with God” 
means and who are the “Godly messengers”? or “angels” who take a 
person to the presence of God. Apparently these are mystical symbols 
indicating certain developments. The term “angel” in the context of 
mystical experience has been explained to be the “higher faculties of 


Bee Seite he Ney 
7. Vide Puratan Janam Skahis, Published by Khalsa Samachar, ‘ Amritsar 1948, 
Sakhi No, 45, = te 
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man’. These higher faculties always helpa person to achieve higher 
spiritual heights. According to Rotert Grave “Union with God” 
means the highest form of ecstasy. The Christian mystics also regard 
ecstasy as Union with God. 

Thus historical perspective and comparative study of mystical 
experiences help us a lot to interpret the Janam Sakhis in the modern 


idiom and thought without which it may not be possible to assess 


their historical value. 


N amdhariElibrary@ gmail.com 


Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary 


sais bargin 


4 . 


F 
iota 
a. 


1 
J 
" 


; his 4F I jf 


E e 1 : a 


it 


ne eo 
7 a 


cht < 


aga ante baa a ) 


Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary N amd hariElibrary 


—" 


@gmail.com 


